The 'Great October Socialist Revolution' of 1917 was the foundational event for the USSR, continually invoked by the CPSU to justify the Soviet state and its political and economic order. Its anniversary on 7 November was the major public holiday in the Soviet Union, and up to 1990 was celebrated across the Union in thousands of official marches, meetings and ceremonies large and small.
After 1991, following the dissolution of both the Union and the party, the anniversary lost its raison d'être as a public holiday, not least because in several of the former Union republics, there had been no 'October revolution' -the Soviet system had been established by quite different means, at different times, often against serious local resistance. The fifteen successor states to the USSR needed to devise their own foundational stories, usually on the basis of national mythology. If 'October' played any kind of role in these stories, it was often a negative one.
For the most part, celebration of the anniversary across the former Soviet Union after 1991 became the exclusive preserve of the local communist parties, where these were allowed to exist openly. Over the years the day ceased to be a public holiday, and the state authorities generally simply ignored it. The hundredth anniversary in 2017, however, could not be passed over in silence -it would have to be commemorated in some way.
As the centenary of 'October' approached, academics and journalists in Western countries speculated about how the anniversary would be marked in Russia. Much of the discussion hinged around the political difficulties for the Russian authorities in taking any kind of unambiguous 'line' on the revolution. While aspects of the Soviet past can easily be woven into a widely acceptable grand patriotic narrative of Russian statehood from the ninth century to the present day -for example, Soviet victory in the 'Great Patriotic War' or achievements in the Space Race -the revolution itself cannot. Russia's rulers can find little cheer in the liberal and democratic impulses of February 1917, the insurrectionary élan of October, the background of state collapse and military defeat, or the fratricidal civil war which ensued. Nor is there any consensus in Russian society -on such basic questions as whether October 'expressed the will of the people' at the time, public opinion seems to be split down the middle. Wisely, the Russian authorities chose to avoid giving any official interpretation of the events of 1917, and, to the extent that they tried to use the anniversary for current political purposes at all, pushed instead the theme of 'reconciliation'.
2 This relative political disinterestedness almost certainly had a beneficial impact on the quality of the officiallysponsored events. At the end of 2016, Vladimir Putin issued an instruction 'recommending' that the Russian Historical Society convene an organising committee to plan events to mark the occasion and that other public bodies, educational institutions, and local authorities participate. 3 The result was an impressive and diverse array of exhibitions, international conferences, round tables, publications, performances, concerts and so on across Russia and abroad. 4 Not one of these events was a 'celebration' of the revolution. Celebration was left to political organisations, above all the Communist Party of the Russian Federation (KPRF).
The KPRF website carries detailed reports with photographs of the numerous central and local events it organised. Almost all of them followed a template laid down long before the collapse of the USSR, when the CPSU was still the ruling party: marches with banners and flags, flowers laid at the base of Lenin monuments, and set-piece speeches by party leaders.
In some places there were also indoor rallies with more speeches, presentations, folk The centenary has led to a flurry of books and publications of varying quality, some academic, some aimed at a popular audience. One effort which stands out for the originality of its conception is The Empire Must Die, by the journalist Mikhail Zygar. He tells the story of the revolution through the experiences of particular participants, basing his work on their diaries and memoirs, and the project has been accompanied by a website which presents these people's words in the format of present-day social media. The result is a resource -available in both Russian and English -which will be invaluable for anyone interested in understanding and comparing the mentalities of people at the time.
7
Overall, the absence of any officially-sanctioned, semi-obligatory interpretation of the revolution in Russia has meant that the best of the commemorative output in Russia has been of high quality and very useful for anyone interested in the history. On the other hand, for those Russians not interested in the history, it has been very easy to ignore the centenary. As the historian Ivan Kurilla lamented in the newspaper Vedomosti last year, 'For the ordinary citizen of Russia, the centenary of the revolution is passing unnoticed'. 8 The authorities' inability to find a way to use it for current political purposes has meant that commemoration, celebration or even study of the revolution has been left to the academics and activists.
The position in Ukraine is quite different. If how to remember 1917 presents difficulties for the authorities in Russia, in Ukraine a particular interpretation of the events has come to play an essential part in its nation-and state-building. 2017 was widely celebrated as the centenary, not of the 'Russian', but of the Ukrainian Revolution. Belarus is now the only former Union republic which has retained the 7 November holiday with its previous designation, albeit largely emptied of its former meaning. Up to a few weeks before the centenary, Kyrgyzstan, the impoverished but pluralistic Central Asian republic, had also kept the 7 November holiday as the anniversary of October. But on 26
October 2017 
